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Abstract 
In today’s time of increasing interconnectedness, global communication becomes more and more 
complex. International organizations have to deal with this issue in a specific form. Therefore, the 
United Nations serves as an exemplary case for this thesis. The global language system, described by 
Abram de Swaan, is mainly based on the size of the language group, referring to the uses and users 
of a language. The purpose of this thesis is to research the approach of the UN General Assembly to 
language policy. In such an international forum as the UN, it is unlikely that any decision is taken 
unbiased. Therefore, the main question is to what extent the General Assembly politicizes the 
discussion of new or additional languages. In that context, Joseph Nye’s term ‘soft power’ becomes 
especially interesting. On the basis of UN documents, like resolutions, reports etc. motives are 
filtered out and used to set up a set of categories. What system does the General Assembly follow 
with its language regime? The current linguistic reality within the UN can be described as a 
compromise between monolingualism (single lingua franca) and total multilingualism. The 70-year 
old history of the UN shows that the main considerations in language debates are of financial or 
economic nature. In spite of the importance of economic factors, soft power and the variety of 
sources for soft power still have a major impact on language attitudes and frame the economic 
aspects. However, provocative voices could claim that soft power aspects, like culture, are used as a 
pretext while ultimately following economic or power-political interests. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source of cover picture: http://www.un.org/depts/dhl/maplib/flag.htm [28.06.2015].  
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In a globalized environment, global policies and practices in regard to language require our 
immediate attention.1 
- Humphrey Tonkin, 2008 
 
1. Introduction 
There is no definite answer to the question when globalization started. But it is clear that today’s 
world experiences globalization to a new extent. This development, the “thickening of globalism” 
leads to three changes: (1) an increased density of networks; (2) an increased institutional velocity; 
(3) an increased transnational participation.2 The system of nation-states being responsible only for 
issues within their territory and for their own citizens is no longer sufficient. The result is a multitude 
of international organizations of all colors trying to deal with issues of global significance. 
The population of the earth is organized into almost two hundred states and a network 
of international organizations – the political dimension of the world system; it is 
coordinated through a concatenation of markets and corporations – the economic 
dimension; it is linked by electronic media in an encompassing global culture and, in its 
‘metabolism with nature’; it also constitutes an ecological system.3 
With these words Abram de Swaan introduces his readers to the discussion of a world system. The 
idea of the world being structured in such a world system is not new.4 What is relatively new is the 
increasing awareness that this global human society – divided by a multitude of languages, but 
connected through a number of multilingual speakers – constitutes a coherent language 
constellation. De Swaan calls this new perspective on the world system the “global language 
system”.5 But can different language attitudes change it? Is it economic success, which influences a 
language’s status? What are the basic explanations for the creation of a circle of few languages, 
which are the basis for global communication? 
In a recent interview in the German publication Süddeutsche Zeitung Bill Gates, co-founder of 
Microsoft and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, said we would need a world government to 
handle our problems appropriately.6 Although he sees the United Nations (UN) as a failed attempt, it 
                                                          
1
 Tonkin, Humphrey (2008b: 6). 
2
 Keohane, Robert and Nye, Joseph (2012: 236). 
3
 De Swaan, Abram (2001: 1). 
4
 Related Literature: Frank, Andre Gunder and Gills, Barry K. (eds) (1999). The World System. London, New York: 
Routledge; Wallerstein, Immanuel (2007). World-Systems Analysis. Durham: Duke University Press. 
5
 Cf. De Swaan, Abram (2001: 1). 
6
 Cf. Bauchmüller, Michael and Braun, Stefan (2015).   
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is probably the closest to a ‘world government’ that currently exists. It assembles 193 states which 
means almost all countries of the word, depending on what is counted (sovereign, states, cultural 
entities, dependent territories etc.).7 
1.1. Definition of various terms 
For the comprehensibility of the thesis, I would like to define several essential terms before getting 
deeper into the topic. First, I am going to point out which definition of ‘language policy’ I will rely on, 
since this is the basic area of research. Furthermore, the terms ‘language group’ and ‘language 
attitude’ are crucial for describing and assessing the situation of the different languages. Finally, I am 
going to explain the differentiation of the diverse levels for a language within the UN General 
Assembly (GA). 
1.1.1. Language policy 
I will rely in the following on Ruth Wodak, from Lancaster University in Great Britain. Her definition of 
language policy follows Herbert Christ, a German scholar of Romance languages and literature, who 
was very engaged in language learning didactics. 
Language policy [is] every public influence on the communication radius of languages, the 
sum of those ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ political initiatives through which a particular 
language or languages is/are supported in their public validity, their functionality, and their 
dissemination. Like all policies it is subject to conflict and must regularly be reordered 
through constant discussion and debate.8 
This definition seems most suitable to me, not only because it takes into consideration the top-down 
approach and the governmental perspective, but also the bottom-up flows. This fits with the notions 
of soft power and language attitudes, which both are not only created by a government but can also 
rise from among the people. 
1.1.2. Language group 
Another term that should be explained before starting is “language group”. It does, in the following, 
not refer to origins of languages or language families like the Romance languages. Instead, it 
describes people that share the same language, which is however not necessarily their mother 
tongue but their main language – meaning the language they use for daily interactions and to 
conduct their lives. Such language groups are not restricted to national borders, as can be seen at the 
German example. The German language group includes citizens from Germany, Austria, Switzerland, 
                                                          
7
 United Nations (2015). 
8
 Wodak, Ruth (2007: 170). 
5 
 
Belgium, Italy etc. In the end, it is about a group of speakers forming one homogenous linguistic 
entity, which can be spread all over the planet. Most striking is this characteristic for the Spanish 
language. The Spanish language group comprises 21 countries on, representing several continents.9 
1.1.3. Language attitude 
‘Language attitude’ is a vital term for a research on language policies in the UN. The sociolinguistic 
team around Prof. Peter Garrett from the Cardiff University in Wales, UK elaborates on this term: 
[Language attitudes] are cognitive in that they contain or comprise beliefs about the 
world (for example, that learning the Welsh language will help me to get a better job in 
Wales). They are affective in that they involve feelings about an attitude object (for 
example, enthusiasm for poetry written in the Welsh language). And they are 
systematically linked to behavior, because they predispose us to act in a certain way (for 
example, to learn Welsh).10 
Nonetheless, scholars warn to consider these three components (cognition, affect and behavior) as 
language attitudes themselves. They are rather the causes and trigger for a specific attitude.11 The 
term ‘language attitude’ stands not alone, but connects to the concept of soft power, which will be 
presented later on. It is mutually influencing and developing. Soft power can enhance a person’s 
attitude for or against something and it can also make the person reconsider her opinion and 
perhaps change it, resulting in a new attitude. However, attitudes can decrease or increase soft 
power as well because attitudes play a role for the reception and production of language.12  
1.1.4. Official and working language 
The following explanation of official and working languages applies to the principle organs of the 
United Nations, such as the GA. Other bodies and organizations can have a different view on that 
issue. Both, official and working languages, are anchored in the rules of procedure of their respective 
organ. Official languages are admitted for oral and written statements. Still, it is not secured that 
these statements are translated or interpreted into all other official languages. This is, however, the 
case for the working languages. All statements, written and oral, have to be translated or interpreted 
into the working languages. This indicates that being appointed ‘working language’ implies a higher 
status than being among the official languages.13 Concluding, it should be kept in mind that: 
A working language is always an official language, and an official language is ipso facto 
entitled to become a working language, but whether or not that right is exercised in 
                                                          
9
 Cf. Fernández-Vítores, David (2014 : 2). 
10
 Garret, Peter; Coupland, Nikolas and Williams, Angie (2003: 3). 
11
 Cf. Garrett, Peter (2010: 23). 
12
 Cf. Ibid.: 21. 
13
 Cf. Volger, Helmut (ed.) (2010: 465f.). 
6 
 
those bodies where the distinction still exists is a matter for ad hoc decision by Member 
States.14 
Since 1973, the GA refers generally to ‘the languages’ when talking about GA internal languages, also 
because in that year the last only official language was appointed working language status. Thus, a 
differentiation made no more sense. 
1.2. Research question 
One important point for international organizations is their legitimacy. They bring together a large 
number of different countries, which results in a complex linguistic situation. Globalization enhances 
the need for communication across different cultures and language groups and challenges 
everyone’s communication skills. Jonathan Pool, US-American political scientist, highlights the 
inevitability of the language question:  
Efficient neutrality, exemplified in church-state separation and racial non-discrimination, 
is held inapplicable to language groups, because governments can simply ignore races 
and religions, but must use, and thus choose, languages.15 
International organizations have these issues in a concentrated form. They are in the dilemma of 
being representative for many countries with many different languages and operating with a certain 
budget. Hence, they are – in the process of deciding for a specific ‘language regime’16 – forced to 
favor certain languages over others. The question is on what grounds these decisions are taken. In 
2008, Michaël Oustinoff, scholar at Université Paris III – Sorbonne Nouvelle, said: “Il est dorénavant 
impossible de réduire la question des langues à son angle purement linguistique. Elle est devenue un 
enjeu géopolitique majeur du monde contemporain.“17, 18 Is it a purely economic argumentation or 
do the persons responsible take into consideration e.g. the language’s historical standing? Language 
policy and with it language planning in general lead to a (re)distribution of power and might change 
the global system of languages. In radical cases, it can even result in a new hierarchy. The United 
Nations – a worldwide organization including virtually all the sovereign states of the world – is based 
on a complex system of organizations, specialized agencies and local offices. The UN Secretariat’s 
headquarter is in New York while it has further offices in Geneva, Nairobi and Vienna, which 
represent significantly different linguistic environments. Discussions about a particular language can 
arise on various levels. The discussions and decisions of the GA are the visible and final outcome of a 
                                                          
14
 A/32/237, (1977: 5). 
15
 Pool, Jonathan (1991: 496). 
16
 I am going to elaborate on that term later on. 
17
 It is from now on impossible to reduce language issues to its pure linguistic aspect. In today’s world it has 
become a topic with a major geopolitical facet. (own translation) 
18
 Oustinoff, Michaël (2008: 79). 
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long process. Taking the United Nations as a case study, my research question for this thesis 
therefore is:  
To what extent does the UN General Assembly politicize the question of new languages? 
A multitude of different language regimes can exist for one institution. Jonathan Pool uses the term 
‘language regime’ linked to the European Union. According to him, a language regime can be defined 
as a set of languages and a set of rules – governing the language(s)’ use – that permits mutual 
comprehension among representatives of language groups.19 This means that two institutions with 
the same official languages, the same set of languages, do not necessarily have the same language 
regime. Also the rule how to compose this set and the rules governing the use are part of such a 
regime. Even a modification of the existing regime leads to the transition to another language regime 
having replaced one part of the now previous regime.20 Organizations can have different priorities 
like efficiency, fairness, or diversity, what would all have an impact on the language regime of the 
organization. They lead to different practices within the establishment and are related to questions 
such as: Does the institution favor direct translations or intermediate group languages? Do they vote 
for equal language treatment or rather one single official language? A change of preferences or 
perceived needs would again result in a new language regime.  
When it comes to political decisions, they are also a lot about compromises or deals. For example, 
the parties A, B, and C agree on a topic X which is advantageous for C. They only agree on condition 
that C votes for topic Y, which A and B are trying to implement for a long time. This negotiating and 
bargaining applies in the same way to decisions in language policies. Therefore, it has to be taken 
into account that decisions of the UN could have been part of a ‘package solution’ and result of 
clever trading on the part of certain parties. That means, that, although all signing parties support 
the taken decision on paper, they might have (had) a different attitude towards the topic in question. 
The idea of developing a common world language, like Esperanto will not be a touched upon in this 
paper. It would be interesting, but due to time restrictions, I have to limit my research to the present 
research question. Moreover, I am not going to touch the issue of minority languages but will 
concentrate on larger language communities that have – realistically speaking – a meaning for the 
UN and a possible chance to join the prestigious (?) circle of UN languages. 
                                                          
19
 Cf. Pool, Jonathan (1996: 159). 
20
 Cf. Ibid.: 164. 
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1.3. The United Nations 
The now 70-year old history of the United Nations began with the Declaration by the United Nations 
on January 1, 1942. The original 26 states – among them the United States of America, Canada, 
U.S.S.R., China, Greece etc. – signed a declaration which was directed against the “Axis aggressors”, 
which was open to other states as long as they would commit to the common goal and “[render] 
material assistance and contributions in the struggle for victory over Hitlerism”.21  France and 
Denmark, which were occupied at that time and therefore could not formally sign the declaration, 
were however identified with the United Nations from the beginning.22 The signatory states 
subscribed to the principles and goals formulated in the Atlantic Charter from August 14, 1941 
designed by the American President Roosevelt and the British Prime Minister Churchill. 23 The 
declaration now contained eight points about peace and safety considerations as well as 
considerations about economic issues or the abandonment of the use of force in international 
conflicts.24 Before the actual foundation of a general international organization took place, were a 
number of different conferences held all over the world to coordinate the ideas of the different 
governments. One of these conferences led to the Moscow Declaration on General Security on 
October 30, 1943 where the need for an international organization “based on the principle of the 
sovereign equality of all peace-loving states”25 was expressed again. The imagined organization was 
first of all meant to end the war but had designs on future authority in global issues. Therefore, it 
should be left open to “all States, great or small, victor or vanquished […] on equal terms”.26 
However, there were not only conferences leading to official statements on how to design the future 
organization but also conferences about several different topics such as food and agriculture or 
education and culture. The latter resulted in the foundation of various organizations like the Food 
and Agriculture Organization (FAO) or the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO).27 In the late summer of 1944 were the Dumbarton Oaks Proposals 
formulated stating the purpose and principles of a global organization and principle organs. The final 
term ‘United Nations’ was coined by Roosevelt to describe the Allies during World War II.28 The 
arrangements of this meeting were eventually the basis for the final agreements at the San Francisco 
Conference one year later. This conference was initiated by President Roosevelt and Marshal Stalin in 
                                                          
21
 UN Department of Public Information (1947: 1). 
22
 Cf. Ibid. 
23
 Cf. Auswärtiges Amt (2013: 81). 
24
 Cf. UN Department of Public Information (1947: 2). 
25
 Tonkin, Humphrey (1996: 11). 
26
 UN Department of Public Information (1947: 2). 
27
 Cf. Ibid.: 4. 
28
 Cf. Tonkin, Humphrey (2008a: 4). 
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Yalta with the intention of finally preparing a charter.29 The conference is officially known as ‘United 
Nations Conference on International Organization’ and it took place on April 25, 1945.30 “The 
countries qualifying for invitations were those nations which had declared war on Germany and 
Japan by March 1, 1945 and had signed the United Nations Declaration.”31 This statement included 
among others, in addition to the original signatory states, countries like Saudi Arabia, Colombia, Iraq 
or Liberia who all signed the declaration until 1945. Furthermore, the conference invited the 
Byelorussian S. S. R., the Ukrainian S. S. R., Argentina and Denmark which was just liberated; so that 
the conference assembled 50 states in total.32 All 50 states signed the charter June 26, 1945 and are 
considered founding members of the United Nations. The San Francisco Conference was also a first 
step to a United Nations language policy. Although from 1977, a report of the Joint Inspection Unit 
states correctly: 
In absence of a generally recognized world language, language services, i.e. 
interpretation of oral statements made at meetings and translation of documents and 
publications, are a necessary part of the operation of the United Nations system. To the 
extent that they facilitate international discussion and understanding, they can be said 
to contribute to economic and social development; but they are very expensive, and 
each additional language adds disproportionately to their cost.33 
The official languages during the conference were Chinese (Mandarin), English, French, Russian and 
Spanish.  These languages are obviously the languages of the five newly appointed permanent 
members of the Security Council (United States of America, United Kingdom, China, Soviet Union and 
France). The exception was Spanish, which was no official language of any permanent member, but 
which was, however, the official language of a considerable amount of other member states. 
Following the tradition of the League of Nations, the working languages were nevertheless only 
English and French. The interim agreements signed by all participants were issued in the five 
languages, “all texts being of equal authenticity”34.  
1.4. Literature review 
Linguistics can be differentiated as two bigger trends of study. One part of linguists analyzes 
utterances and deals with the construction of grammars, while other scientists study “how people 
behave towards languages and utterances, how people manage their discourse, how they evaluate 
                                                          
29
 Cf. Auswärtiges Amt (2013: 82). 
30
 Cf. UN Department of Public Information (1947: 12). 
31
 Ibid.: 10. 
32
 Cf. Ibid.: 13. 
33
 A/32/237, (1977: 44). 
34
 UN Department of Public Information (1947: 35). 
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languages and their features and think about adjusting them and occasionally do.”35 The present 
thesis refers to and builds on research done in the area of language policy, which belongs to the 
second trend in linguistics. This discipline developed as a branch from sociolinguistics and although it 
is today a research field on its own, it still is interdisciplinary. Disciplines participating in the discourse 
about language policies are political science (like international relations), sociology, economics, 
psychology, sociolinguistics or general linguistics.  
Language policy and planning (LPP) is in a process of defining and redefining itself. In the 1950s and 
1960s, Western-trained linguists were engaged by newly decolonized, independent states to help 
develop grammars and writing systems and to assist in their language planning. At that time the 
consensus was to foster the former colonial languages like English or French, in the belief that this 
would give these countries easier access to advanced – meaning Western – technological and 
economic assistance rather than paying attention to people’s behaviors towards language.36 This 
shows that the earlier works focused mainly on solving structural language problems. 37 In the course 
of time the attitude changed and national multilingualism became more accepted and worthy to 
support. This line finds expression in critical theory, that “investigates the processes by which social 
inequality is produced and sustained, and the struggle to reduce inequality to bring about greater 
forms of social justice.”38, 39 The more recent literature also includes power relations and its unequal 
dynamics (e.g. linguistic imperialism) which are at play between the different language groups.40  
Not only can the focus within LPP vary a lot, but also the definition of language policy and planning 
itself. It can be connected to a state, institution or – broadly defined – to the public in general. 
                                                          
35
 Jernudd, Björn and Nekvapil, Jiří (2012: 16). 
36
 Cf. Ricento, Thomas (2007a: 13). 
37
 Related literature: Brown, P.B. and Scragg, J.(1953). Common Errors in Gold Coast English: Their Cause and 
Correction. London: Macmillan; Fishman, J. A.; Ferguson, C. A. and Das Gupta, J. (eds) (1968). Language 
problems of developing nations. New York and London: John Wiley; Knappert, Jan. (1965). "Language Problems 
in the New Nations in Africa", In: African Quarterly 5, pp. 95-105; Spencer, John (ed.) (1971). The English 
language in West Africa. London: Longman. 
38
 Tollefson, J.W. (2007: 43). 
39
 Related literature: Luke, A.; McHoul, A. and Mey, J. (1990). “On the limits of language planning: Class, state 
and power”, In: Baldauf, R. and Luke, A. (eds.). Language planning and education in Australasia and the South 
Pacific. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters, pp. 25-44; Tollefson, J.W. (1986). “Language policy and the radical left 
in the Philippines: The New People’s Army”, In: Language Problems and Language Planning, 10, pp. 177-189; 
Tollefson, J.W. (1991). Planning language, planning inequality: Language policy in the community. London: 
Longman. 
40
 Related literature: Maurais, Jacques and Morris, Michael A. (eds.) (2003). Languages in a Globalising World. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; Menken, Kate (2005). When the test is what counts: How high-stakes 
testing affects language policy and the education of English language learners in high school. New York, NY: 
Teachers College Columbia University doctoral dissertation; Phillipson, Robert (2007). “Language Policy and 
Linguistic Imperialism”, In: Ricento, Thomas (ed.). An Introduction to Language Policy – Theory and Method. 
Malden, MA, Oxford and Carlton: Blackwell Publishing, pp. 346-361. 
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Definitions started with the connection to government activities in a national context.41 It then 
moved to broader definitions like embracing not only governments but also other institutional 
settings.42 Depending on what focus the own research has, the definition may differ. Kaplan and 
Baldauf take that into consideration too when saying:  
The language planning that one hears most about is that undertaken by government and 
it is intended to solve complex social problems, but there is a great deal of language 
planning that occurs in other societal contexts at more modest levels for other 
purposes.43  
Humphrey Tonkin, Professor at the University of Hartford, sets up three groups: (1) interaction of 
national language policies in international dealings of states; (2) language policies of international 
entities and communities; (3) ’soft’ language policies, for example international exchange of texts.44 
The present topic of this thesis can be integrated into group 1 and group 2.  
When we move away a little bit from pure LPP theory towards more concrete processes in a global 
context, the first topic coming up is the diffusion of English. “In constituting and controlling the 
current world ‘order’, English plays a central role, but no one that is isomorphic with the interests of 
a single state.”45 ‘English as a world language’ or ‘linguistic imperialism of English’ are popular 
subjects.46 A lot of literature on language issues on a global scale can be found at the turn of the 
millennium.47 It could be due to far-reaching events like the end of the Cold War and the collapse of 
the Soviet Union, which were still very close so that changes in language constellations were more 
radical and perceptible.  
In the introduction, I already mentioned the Dutch scholar Abram de Swaan. He supports Phillipson’s 
standpoint of English as the central language worldwide. He goes even further and calls it a 
“hypercentral” language48 and locates it at the top of his Global Language System. Throughout his 
book Words of the World – The Global Language System, he refers to the solar system when 
                                                          
41
 Cluver, A.D. de V. (1993). A dictionary of language planning terms. Pretoria: University of South Africa. 
42
 Spolsky, Bernard (2004). Language policy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
43
 Kaplan, R. and Baldauf, R. (1997: 3). 
44
 Tonkin, Humphrey (2008b: 2). 
45
 Phillipson, Robert (2007: 348). 
46
 Related literature: Ricento, Thomas (ed.) (2000). Ideology, Politics and Language Policies – Focus on English. 
Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing; Phillipson, Robert (2007). “Language Policy and Linguistic Imperialism”, 
In: Ricento, Thomas (ed.). An Introduction to Language Policy – Theory and Method. Malden, MA, Oxford and 
Carlton: Blackwell Publishing, pp. 346-361. 
47
 Related Literature: Maurais, Jacques and Morris, Michael A. (eds.) (2003). Languages in a Globalising World. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; Léger, Sylvie (ed.) (1996). Vers un agenda linguistique: regard futuriste 
sur les Nations Unies / Towards a Language Agenda: Futurist Outlook on the United Nations. Ottawa: Canadian 
Centre for Linguistic Rights, University of Ottawa. 
48
 De Swaan, Abram (2001: 6). 
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explaining his own system. By doing so, peripheral languages are correlated with satellites or moons, 
central languages with planets and supercentral languages are correlated with a sun.49 
As the literature about LPP in international organizations is not as well-developed as, for example, 
LPP in multinational corporations, my goal is to contribute to the debate about language policy in 
international organizations. There has been a lot of research about the European Union, given the 
special multilingual situation.50 Still there is a literature gap, especially related to UN language policy. 
To obtain an interesting perspective on the topic, it is stimulating to combine language policy with 
the question of power. The United Nations were not forced to decide for the current official 
languages but the representatives wished to do so or at least felt the need to vote for this particular 
language regime. Where did that wish or feeling come from? What made the General Assembly 
agree to a change? Such an indirect form of power has been called “the second face of power” in the 
past.51 It was Joseph S. Nye, a US-American political scientist and publicist, who introduced the 
notion of ‘soft power’ to the policy community and he still is the prominent scientist in that topic.52 
Since the introduction, various scholars use his concept and develop additional ideas or combine it 
within their disciplines.53 In the following, I am going to elaborate on Nye’s term of ‘soft power’ and 
explain how this is related to language.  
2. Soft Power 
“To understand the impact of language policy upon [an] organization and function of society, 
language policy must be interpreted within a framework which emphasizes power and competing 
interest.”54 It is crucial to remember that power comes in different forms, as can be seen in the 
following table.  
                                                          
49
 Cf. De Swaan, Abram (2001: 5). 
50
 Related Literature: Koskinen, Kaisa (2000). “Institutional Illusions”, In: The Translator, Vol. 6, No. 1, pp. 49-65; 
Phillipson, Robert (2003). English-only Europe? Challenging Language Policy. London, New York: Routledge; 
Pool, Jonathan (1996). “Optimal language regimes for the European Union” In: International Journal of the 
Sociology of Language, Volume 121, Issue 1, pp. 159-180.  
51
 Nye, Joseph (2004: 5). 
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 Related literature: Nye, Joseph (1990). Bound to lead: The changing nature of American power. New York: 
Basic Books; Nye, Joseph (2004). Soft Power: The means to success in world politics. New York: Public Affairs; 
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 Behaviors Primary Currencies Government Policies 
Military Power 
Coercion 
Deterrence 
Protection 
Threats 
Force 
Coercive diplomacy 
War 
Alliance 
Economic Power 
Inducement 
Coercion 
Payments 
Sanctions 
Aid 
Bribes 
Sanctions 
Soft power 
Attraction 
Agenda setting 
Values 
Culture 
Policies 
Institutions 
Public diplomacy 
Bilateral and 
multilateral diplomacy 
Table 1: Three Types of Power – taken from Nye, Joseph (2004: 31) 
Hard power is probably the obvious type of power. Military and economic strength often get others, 
be it other governments, organizations or individuals, to change their position so that they follow or 
rather obey the more powerful people. But as Joseph Nye says: “Holding a winning poker hand does 
not help if the game is bridge.”55 In other words, the hard-power way of approaching issues cannot 
be applied to every problem.  
Soft power is particularly relevant to the realization of ‘milieu goals’ […] It is easier to 
attract people to democracy than to coerce them to be democratic. […] [Like] the fact 
that bombs and bayonets do not help when we seek to prevent the spread of infectious 
diseases, slow global warming, or create democracy.56 
Although not explicitly mentioned in Nye’s explanation, language is another category which is less 
tangible to hard power. Language cannot be banned or imposed easily. Authorities can attempt to do 
so by introducing strict rules. Nevertheless, the final decision remains with the individual.  
‘Soft power’ is used to describe the ability of achieving desired outcomes through attraction rather 
than coercion and all connected political strategies.57 With the appearance of this new term, also 
vanished the presumption that hard power would be the only effective means for getting what one 
wants in world politics.58 It should not be confused with the term ‘influence’, because influence can 
also be based on hard power. In a TED talk 59 Joseph Nye states that, in contrast to military power, 
soft power is not necessarily a ‘my gain, your loss’-game, but it can also be positive sum for all 
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involved.  He illustrates his claim with the struggle over climate change. If international cooperation 
can bring big actors like China to a decrease of its carbon emission, it would be as good for the ones 
convincing China as for China itself and everyone else on the planet.60 
The typical actor on the global stage used to be a state and its government. Therefore, the word soft 
power was designed to describe one part of the international power structure of countries and the 
dynamics within this system. In general, it can be said that when it comes to traditional states, 
leaders in authoritarian countries can use coercion/commands, while democracies have to rely on 
inducement and attraction.61 The latter can be seen during election campaigns. This distribution of 
power is changing due to globalization which enhances the position and strength of 
nongovernmental actors like NGO’s or multinational corporations. At the same time, the information 
revolution leads to an increase of the number of NGO’s, which often claim to act as a “global 
conscience”. 62 In the book Power and Interdependence (2012), Joseph Nye and his co-author Robert 
Keohane speak of “information revolution” in connection to the rapid technological progress in 
computers, communications and software.63 This led to a drastic decrease in the cost of processing 
and transmitting information so that the internet could become accessible for the public in 1990.64 
Soft power can also be considered a social and economic by-product rather than only a result of 
government actions. One major point is the right information at the right place, meaning that actors 
can use information to enhance their soft power and press governments directly or indirectly by 
mobilizing their publics.65 Thus, it can be said that “politics in an information age [are] ultimately 
about whose story wins.”66 While describing the importance of placing information at the right time 
and at the right place, Nye forgets to elaborate on the importance of language itself. Information can 
only be transferred by using a specific language. Having that in mind, the decision for one or another 
language seems nearly as important as the place and time. International organizations have to rely 
for the most part of their policies on soft power. Only few institutions have a certain level of hard 
power thanks to the partial renunciation of sovereignty of some states (e.g. European Union). Like 
already mentioned, soft power is all about attractiveness and making others wish for the same thing. 
In that sense the United Nations’ language policies are not only based on soft power, but they also 
influence the popularity of the UN itself, as it is seen from the outside as part of the institution’s 
legitimacy. Besides the linguistic traits, the universal legal framework and its relative attractiveness 
                                                          
60
 Cf. Nye, Joseph (2010). 
61
 Cf. Nye, Joseph (2004: 6). 
62
 Ibid.: 90. 
63
 Keohane, Robert and Nye, Joseph (2012). 
64
 Cf. Ibid.: 213. 
65
 Cf. Nye, Josef (2004: 91). 
66
 Ibid.: 106. 
15 
 
gives the UN’s votes and pronouncements a substantial degree of legitimacy.67 That also means that 
this reputation is underlying the dynamics of political events, which might change people’s opinion 
about the UN. Applying the idea of attractiveness to the language question leads to a competition 
between language groups for the most favorable language attitude. This again would push the 
language’s status within the organization or the opportunity to gain at least a lower status to begin 
with. The just mentioned popularity and soft power is not only needed for the UN’s acceptance all 
around the world, but it also constitutes soft power which is the basis for attracting its members in 
the different coalitions.68 Despite the fact that the United Nations constitutes a close system of 
several institutions, the single institutions can have different levels of soft power. The Secretary-
General of the United Nations commands only few troops and therefore has little hard power. 
However, he has one of the highest levels of soft power within the UN system and Nye compares his 
position to the Pope.69 Both positions profit from their popularity around the globe, which assures 
attention to their statements.70  
As can be seen in the above table (Table 1), soft power develops from different areas such as culture, 
policies, values, and institutions. The cultural area also includes economic actors in one part. World-
famous brands have a direct connection to the consumer and convey a certain image, which is – in 
the consumers’ minds – related to the company’s home country. The tabloid media provides 
‘contact’ to another powerful group of people. Actors and sportsmen can become idols for – 
especially younger – people and their way of behaving is partly mirrored by the audience. This 
behavior is in the same way applicable to language behavior. One example is the development in the 
years 2007-2010, when the German band Tokio Hotel was not only successful in Germany but 
throughout Europe, especially in France. The German Goethe-Institut identified in the same period an 
increase of its German students.71 However, this is not a modern phenomenon but can be detected 
already in earlier times when people studied, for example, classical Greek to read the original texts of 
Greek philosophers. Willingly or not, these people are related to a specific culture or country and 
influence the image of it. Also, the film industry contributes to building up imageries in foreign 
countries by the simple distribution of images. The reception is especially high for Hollywood and 
Bollywood movies. Their movies can back the line of national politicians. At the same time, they can 
also undercut a government’s effort to establish or improve relations with certain nations.72 The 
different kinds of power are in a constant interplay. Like soft power can be undercut by, for example, 
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movies – the soft power of a country can also undercut hard power. Besides cultural and economic 
exports, Nye also speaks about values, like being open, mobile, individualistic, voluntaristic etc. 
Another aspect is education and personal contacts, like visits and exchanges. Embedded into world 
politics, Nye says: “Most of China’s leaders have a son or daughter educated in the States who can 
portray a realistic view of the United States that is often at odds with the caricatures in official 
Chinese propaganda.”73 This is an important point, but Nye forgets again to mention one thing. 
Besides new perspectives, the students also bring back certain knowledge of the language they lived 
with, which is part of status work for the language.  
The situation of a language in an international organization is claimed to depend 
crucially on these two factors [attitudes and beliefs] and is not the logical consequence 
of the officially proclaimed coequality with another language.74 
No matter if consciously or subconsciously, all language groups, or rather their elites, are in a 
constant process of status work. It is, for reasons that will be touched upon later, important to 
maintain the established status of your language. Language planning plays a major role for the power 
relations of different languages. Thus, it should not be forgotten that language policy can both reflect 
relationships of power and might also be used to change these relations. Everything mentioned 
above shows that soft power is in the hands of many more actors than only the government.  
“Soft power uses a different type of currency (not force, not money) to engender cooperation – an 
attraction to shared values and the justness and duty of contributing to the achievement of those 
values.”75 Nye refers several times to the importance of attractiveness for soft power. However, if 
the receiving audience is not in favor of the ‘story’ the actor is transmitting, then soft power can also 
result in rejection. More concretely, if an ideology is rejected and this ideology is connected to a 
specific country and/or language, then most probably will the language experience a decrease of 
speakers and of people willing to learn it. One example could be the failure of communism and the 
following decline of Russian.76 If one wants to understand the dynamics of soft power and what it 
means for – in this case – language policies, it has to be asked how attraction is created. Mattern 
takes that further step and also represents the constructivist idea of reality. “It is a sociolinguistically 
constructed ‘truth’ about the appeal of some idea; an interpretation that won out over many other 
possible interpretations through communicative process.”77 Consequently, soft power seems to be 
rooted in communication – for which language is the basis. 
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Therefore, the British realist E.H. Carr also calls it the “power over opinion”.78 Resources are 
employed with the goal of changing other opinions and possibly adapt them to the own attitude. 
Here, it would be about convincing others of the usefulness and/or beauty of a specific language. 
Soft power is the least concrete, measurable and predictable of the different sorts of power. 
Nevertheless, it can result in a very concrete opinion of people about another group, country etc. or 
on a specific issue. In any case, soft power works in more diffuse ways than easily observable actions 
like an immediate exchange. Soft power has to be developed and ‘stored’ carefully and might then 
have an impact on projects in the near or distant future. Although not explicitly mentioned in the 
soft-power concept, the same applies for languages. It needs an intensive forward planning and 
employment of soft power from the part of the respective language group before a change in 
another language group can become visible. This might then result in a person or group adding a new 
language to their language repertoire or even changing their first language. For subjects where the 
public opinion can make a significant difference, it is crucial to assess it for not being caught by 
surprise when it comes to final decisions. One way of gauging the public opinion is to directly ask 
people through polls or focus groups.79 However, polls are an imperfect tool. Due to the volatility of 
opinions, they cannot capture the full picture, unless they are conducted on a regular basis. In 
addition, the way of asking and the formulation of the questions (can) influence the interviewees. 80  
3. Methodology 
In this chapter I would like to clarify my methodological considerations and show how I intend to 
investigate my research question. I will briefly present the case of the UN and argue why I have 
chosen this institution for my thesis. After that I will go more into detail about the empirical data I 
want to use for the analysis and as a last step in this chapter, I will explain the operationalization of 
my theoretical framework. 
As already explained I have decided to base my analysis on the concept of soft power by Joseph Nye. 
Nye makes with his concept the assumption that a country’s or an organization’s power does not 
only emerge from obvious characteristics like military presence or the size of a country’s population 
(or the amount of an organization’s members). However, it has various factors influencing its level 
and also its prospects of success. Soft power could thus be called the ‘friendly brother’ of hard 
power. Hence, actors have to take into consideration developments, which might be out of their 
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control but which influence nevertheless the outcome of their strategy. The fact that the effect of 
soft power depends to a major part on the acceptance by the receiving audience enhances the 
importance of excluding certain aspects beforehand. Instead, all possible factors should be taken into 
account when analyzing a topic such as language policies. Nye’s concept presents one difficulty, 
namely his strong focus on the United States of America and its country-specific soft power. In my 
opinion, however, this concept is not bound to one state, but can be applied universally – even to big 
actors such as the UN. 
Christina Bratt Paulston and Kai Heidemann, both from the University of Pittsburgh, developed an 
integrative framework of language planning goals combining several previous models from Robert L. 
Cooper, Charles A. Ferguson, Einar Haugen, Heinz Kloss, Moshe Nahir, J.V. Neustupný and William 
Stewart. Table 2, which is drawn up after Bratt Paulston and Heinemann, summarizes the main goals 
of LPP.81 My thesis is located in the categories “Policy Planning/Status Planning” and “Cultivation 
Planning/Status Planning”. The former is relevant since all actively taken measures to back a 
language can be considered as lobbying – hence status planning. In the latter category, the 
international spread of language is especially pertinent. This part will become important when 
discussing actions on the part of the respective countries or unions representing a specific language. 
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Approaches 
Policy Planning 
(on form) 
Cultivation Planning 
(on function) 
Types Goals Goals 
Status planning 
(about uses of language) 
Standardization status 
Officialization 
Nationalization 
Proscription 
Revival Maintenance 
Interlingual communication 
(International or intra-national 
spread) 
Acquisition planning 
(about users of language) 
Group 
Education/school 
Literature 
Religion 
Mass media 
Work 
Reacquisition 
Maintenance 
Foreign language/2nd language) 
Shift 
Corpus planning 
(about language) 
Standardization (Corpus or 
auxiliary code) 
Graphization 
Modernization (Lexical or 
stylistic) 
Renovation (Purification, 
reform, stylistic simplification 
or terminology unification) 
Table 2: Language-planning goals: an integrative framework (after Bratt Paulston and Heinemann). 
The purpose of this paper is primarily to draw attention to hidden processes and arguments that are 
running in an institution like the United Nations where the general public only hears about final 
decisions, justified with some non-specific phrases. The goal is furthermore to structure those 
arguments and assess the consistency of UN arguments in that specific area. Lastly, the findings of 
my analysis will also add to the literature on international organizations and their dealing with 
languages. 
The case of a multilingual situation is not unique to the UN. Every international organization or 
corporation has to deal with it and struggles more or less to find a fair balance between the 
languages and efficient rules of procedure. The United Nations functions as a case study for this 
thesis. A case study is an in-depth, contextual examination of a specific phenomenon. The purpose of 
a case study is therefore not to find a universal explanation, independent from the studied context. 
Instead, the objective is to cover and clarify the reality of a specific case.82 But why did I choose the 
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UN as my exemplary case? The United Nations is one of the, if not the biggest international 
organization gathering virtually all the sovereign states of the world and aspires to be perceived as a 
‘world government’. The organization also claims equality for all the languages they have employed 
until today and changes in the language regime are very likely to be charged with political 
implications. Being a post-war construct, the UN also includes historically grown power relations and 
is therefore a certainly interesting case to study. 
3.1. Empirical data 
This subsection is supposed to present and critically assess my empirical data. Since my topic is the 
United Nations and its policies, it is obvious to use the UN’s own documents. Therefore, I used the 
UN’s online databases, such as the United Nations Bibliographic Information System83 (UNBISNET) or 
the Official Document System of the United Nations84 (ODS). Furthermore, I took advantage of the 
Dag Hammarskjöld Library homepage85, which provides access to all resolutions of the GA in the 
order of their regular sessions. I have gathered my empirical data by applying the so-called snowball-
method, where one source will lead to the next.86 However, I did not use it in the classic way to 
procure personal contacts to research subjects but to get a better access to the UN documents. This 
method simplifies the search for fitting documents because the documents indicate related 
documents with their code. The codes are essential for the search. My data collection consists not 
exclusively of one type of document. My data set includes meeting records, as well as letters and 
drafts, but primarily reports and resolutions. I included documents from other actors than the GA 
when the assembly itself allocated the topic to another e.g. committee or when a language group 
approached the GA with a letter or something like it. Furthermore, I used all documents in their 
English version. However, almost all documents are also available in the other UN languages or, in 
special cases, also in additional languages like German. All UN documents are identified with a 
complex code. The first component indicates the organ to which the document is submitted or the 
organ that is issuing the document (‘A’ for ‘General Assembly’). Secondary and tertiary components 
indicate possible subsidiary bodies, in case the topic was allocated to a specific committee etc. The 
nature of the document is reflected by special components – like ‘RES’ for ‘resolution’. It is important 
for the GA’s resolutions’ indication of the session, where the resolution was passed. This is done at 
the second position of the code by including the number of the respective session.87 The time frame 
of my data set is very broad, since the topic comprises decisions from the 1970s and onwards. The 
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documents span a period from 1948 to 2013. Unfortunately, I had to accept some limitations in my 
data gathering, since not all documents (especially letters) have been digitized and are therefore not 
available online.  
The three following UN bodies are important for the research, since they are the main actors 
involved in the discussions about additional languages. The General Assembly, established in 1945, 
“functions as a standing international conference in which any UN member state can raise any 
international issue it regards as deserving global attention”.88 It is one of the six principle organs of 
the UN system and is the only one where all member states are represented equally, namely with 
one vote per state. The assembly is presided by the Secretary-General. Since 2007, the South-Korean 
politician Ban Ki-moon is holding this rank. To handle the amount of requests and agenda items the 
GA installed six main committees.89 For this thesis, the most important committee is the Fifth 
Committee, which is responsible for administrative and budgetary concerns. Therefore, 
organizational matters such as language questions are allocated to this committee. The GA receives 
regularly reports from all committees from which the delegates develop recommendations. These 
are articulated in the GA’s resolutions, which are however not binding for the member states. A third 
important body is the Joint Inspection Unit, wich was established after a financial crisis, when among 
others France and the then Soviet Union refused for legal reasons to contribute to the funding of a 
peace-keeping operation in Congo.90 Therefore, the tasks of the unit are “to provide an independent 
view […] aimed at improving management and methods […] and monitor that the activities 
undertaken by the organizations are carried out in the most economical manner and that the 
optimum use is made of resources available for carrying out these activities.” 91 
3.2. Operationalization 
The research question indicated a politicization of a specific process. For the operationalization it is 
necessary to take a closer look at the actual world ‘politicize’/’politicization’. What does it mean? The 
Oxford Dictionaries define ‘politicize’ as “[causing] (an activity or event) to become political in 
character”.92 The opposite of ‘politicizing a decision’ would be a completely objective and level-
headed assessment with probably more weight for practicability and effectiveness. Taking into 
consideration the nature of the UN, being an intergovernmental organization, it can be assumed that 
a certain politicization is basically a precondition for every decision taken on the GA level. 
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‘Politicization’ implies furthermore, that many aspects have to be taken into consideration and that 
various parties ‘haggle’ over the subject in question.  
In the theoretical chapter, I derived from Nye that power can be classified in three different 
categories, namely economic, military and soft power. All these categories can be connected to 
politics. ‘Military power’ can be excluded for this thesis’ analysis, because no country or rather 
language group has ever undertaken military actions against the UN to force a decision for a specific 
language. Conversely, economy cannot be excluded categorically, although global economy might 
not be the first aspect one thinks about when assessing language questions. However, (national) 
politics often go hand in hand with economic aspirations. Certainly, the key part will be ‘soft power’ 
aspects, maybe also deriving from economic implications. Hence, in the analysis, I will filter the 
respective documents for arguments based on or referring to soft power. Discussing arguments will 
also entail a look on a language’s requirements. What is required to be able for only applying to the 
UN? The question of “To what extent does the UN General Assembly politicize the question of new 
official languages?” implies further the question of whether the General Assembly sets up consistent 
categories when they discuss the integration of new languages. I want to use the collection of 
arguments that can be put down to political considerations to set up/define categories. These 
categories, assessed on the basis of documents from different points in time, will demonstrate the 
(in-)consistency of a specific prioritization of arguments. Shifting the emphasis would make clear the 
different weighting of the same arguments but in a different time period. Moreover, this shift of 
prioritized categories or a different composition of categories can reveal different manners towards 
different language groups. The number of categories will finally also indicate the extent of 
politicization, thus the answer to my research question. 
In the following part, I will present the current language situation of the UN and the historical 
development. At some point in the history of the organization, the current UN languages (or their 
speakers?) must have had a certain status so that it seemed important to raise them in the rank of an 
official language.    
4. Language situation in the United Nations 
Humphrey Tonkin states that operations of international (intergovernmental) organizations require 
the development of formal language policies. Otherwise, it would become very complicated or even 
fail.93 As already mentioned in the introduction, the UN gathers 193 countries and brings together a 
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multitude of languages. The UNESCO counts approximately 6000 languages worldwide (regardless of 
UN membership) but says at the same time that only very few, namely 4% of the languages are 
spoken by 96% of the world population. More than 50% of all languages have only very few speakers 
and are in danger of disappearing. This highlights the status of the languages present in the UN, 
which are “clearly situated at the opposite extreme of the world linguistic spectrum”.94 Again, the 
term language group becomes very useful. A language like Spanish represents not only Spain, but is – 
according to David Fernández-Vítores from Harvard University – an international language with 
official and vehicular character in 21 countries.95 Spanish stands for a whole group of people coming 
from diverse countries like Chile, Dominican Republic or Guatemala, among others. All this hints at a 
demographic criterion when it comes to the discussion of a language’s adaptation to the GA and 
could be a first category for the analysis. Through history, weaker states often joined ‘forces’ to 
balance and limit the power of stronger states. One prominent example of today is the European 
Union, which countries would not have much weight on the global stage separately. Thus, language 
groups often act united under an umbrella movement like the French-speaking countries with the 
Francophonie or the Portuguese-speaking countries with the Lusophony. A concrete result is often 
the foundation of an institute with worldwide local offices to promote and teach their language and 
present the culture. This is what the Spanish-speaking countries are aiming at with the Instituto 
Cervantes, France with the Alliance Française and Germany with the Goethe-Institut. The United 
Nations is based on a complex system of organizations, specialized agencies and local offices. 
Discussions about a particular language can arise on various levels. The discussions and decisions of 
the General Assembly are the visible and final outcome of a long process.   
4.1. Historical development 
Since the turn of the century (19th to 20th century) the number of languages used in international 
settings has increased. When, for example, in 1875 the Universal Postal Union (Berne, Switzerland) 
was established, the only language was French.96 It is today part of the United Nations System but – 
although English was added as working language – its only official language remained French. 
Nevertheless, the union’s publications have to be in all UN languages and Portuguese.97 The 
negotiations for the Treaty of Versailles in 1919 were still conducted in two languages, namely 
French and English and also the League of Nations, founded one year later, declared French and 
English as official languages.98 By then, these were the most widely used languages in international 
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diplomacy, business and science and consequently also the most widely taught languages across the 
world.99 35 years later the United Nations drafted its charter. The beginning of the organization was 
shaped by two forces: The Allie’s experience of World War II, and their knowledge about previous 
international organizations. When the Russian representative at the founding conference of the UN 
argued for consideration of a wider range of languages (than only French and English), the delegates 
felt obliged to listen, since keeping the Soviet Union in the consensus was crucially important.100 In 
such a post-war situation, the preservation of the just established balance of power was seen as 
essential. The resulting debate revealed that there will be made a differentiation between official 
languages – being Chinese (Mandarin), English, French, Russian and Spanish – and working languages 
– French and English.101 These were all languages with countries of reference that were permanent 
members of the Security Council (SC) with the exception of Spanish. “None of the permanent 
members [had] Spanish as an official language [but] it was viewed as natural that the language of one 
third of the organization’s members would also be made official.”102  
As mentioned above, the UN started with five official languages, paying tribute to the balance of 
power in the post-war situation. “It was not so much an attempt to achieve communication among 
the parties as an attempt to acknowledge the political status of the victorious powers.”103 However, 
following the tradition of the League of Nations, it only had two working languages, namely French 
and English. Thus, the two languages ‘inherited’ the privilege to be the only working languages. This 
points to the importance of the historical development or traditional standing of a language for the 
future selection of the respective language. At the same time, this means an additional category for 
the analysis. The original language regime changed when the General Assembly passed the 
resolution A/RES/247 (III) in 1948. With this resolution the GA added Spanish as a working language, 
thanks to the adoption of simultaneous interpretation (invented at the Nuremberg trials).104 20 years 
later, the General Assembly also awarded Russian with a working language status by passing 
A/RES/2479 (XXIII). Adding more languages was only possible because of the new interpretation 
technology. The distinction between official and working language also dissolved when Chinese was 
introduced as a working language in 1973.105 From then on, all official languages were also working 
languages of the General Assembly so that they were only referred to as “the languages”.106 Both 
Russian and Chinese were, according to Mark Fettes, added in recognition of those countries’ 
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contribution to the outcome of World War II.107 When, in 1973, Chinese became a working language, 
Arabic was also granted limited official and working status. Already in 1955 Arabic speaking member 
states established an Arabic Translation Unit which was fully funded by the United Nations and which 
led to the later integration. In 1980 it was raised to full status.108 Here, a clearly economical or rather 
financial factor is conspicuous – pointing to a further category. Since then, no remarkable changes 
happened in the UN language regime, which might also go back to the recommendations of the Joint 
Inspection Unit in 1979. They advise strongly not to admit further additional languages, but instead 
foster the user-principle and the principle of selectivity.109 This result has to be seen in line with the 
character of the unit, which is explained in chapter 3.1. The indicated, fundamentally economic-
oriented line of the unit points at the perspective taken for a report like the latter and resembles a 
cost-benefit analysis. 
There is no overall regulation concerning the internal use of language. This could be because of the 
very different environments – politically as well as linguistically – where the various UN agencies are 
operating. Hence, the organization leaves it to the management of the single institutions to find their 
most suitable way, influencing them only from time to time through e.g. the GA’s recommendations. 
Consequently, the internal situations are different depending on the different offices or sub 
organizations. However, all UN organizations have experienced a considerable increase in language 
services since their foundation.110 The UNCESO General Conference for example operates with the six 
UN languages plus Hindi, Italian and Portuguese. All in all, the UN language regime is an oligolingual 
system – a system where few working or official languages are used for interpretation and 
translation.111 Having one’s language used in the General Assembly and elsewhere in the United 
Nations has certain advantages. It guarantees the availability of documents and the presence of 
interpreting services. That means that a member state’s delegates can express themselves in their 
own language, which might be more comfortable for the speaker and the choice of whom to send to 
represent the state is not constrained by language skills. As a consequence, others, whose language 
is not present, have to adopt. All aspects together lead to an increase of a language’s prestige.112  
4.2. Debates 
Corrêa d’Almeida and Otcu-Grillman claim that the officialization of a language is one of the most 
important decision-making processes within the UN. They illustrate it with the European Union and 
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its official language regime. Including all the 24 languages leads to a higher recognition worldwide, 
because the languages become more visible and especially the native speakers feel strengthened in 
their status.113  
While in many respects [the UN] institutions have shown themselves to be remarkably 
flexible, in other respects political forces have been too strong to allow for the degree of 
adaptation that global changes over the past fifty years have really required. The need 
to preserve consensus has made it hard to adapt. This is certainly so in the case of 
language.114 
The admission of a language to the UN belongs to the status planning of a language group. Only few 
languages can be regarded as languages of international dissemination and those that are considered 
as such, have gained their status over long periods of time. However, Humphrey Tonkin claims that 
this happened rather through historical accident than due to inherent linguistic suitability.115 The 
only language, which is among the UN languages today, but was not included from the beginning of 
the organization is Arabic. All other languages started with at least the official language status and 
were one after the other promoted to working languages. This decision was – like the others before – 
more a question of status than an answer to communication issues. 
Although the three original languages – additional to English and French – were set as at least official 
language from the beginning, from time to time there are questions arising around them. The 
integration of the languages was justified with the argument “that they were in some sense world 
languages, serving an important regional role as means of interlingual communication and also 
widely spoken within their regions.”116 Objectively, only Russian fulfilled at that time a sort of lingua-
franca purpose, considering its role in the Soviet Union and its satellite states. Spanish and Chinese 
were of course mother tongue for many speakers; however, this was only in countries that had 
Spanish (or Chinese) also as official language of the government and not on a foreign-language level. 
When the adaptation of Spanish as working language was under discussion, the Soviet Union 
supported the Spanish language group’s advance, expecting at the same time the favor to be 
returned later. The Soviet Union had in the early postwar period important soft-power resources 
from the appeal of Communist ideology and its record of standing up against Nazi Germany. This 
relatively high level of soft power declined due to its repression at home and in Eastern Europe – 
especially after the invasions of Hungary and the former Czechoslovakia. The brutal character of the 
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Russian hard-power actions undercut its soft power, while the hard power was still growing.117 This 
leads to the assumption that Russian could maybe have maintained more of its diffusion after the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, if it had better balanced its soft and hard power resources. This, again, 
raises the question of the justification of Russian in the UN, considering the current (soft) power 
relations. 
German remained until today the only additional language to the six official UN languages in the 
United Nations‘ Secretariat. However, some other languages like Japanese, Italian, Hindi, Swahili or 
Portuguese have shown interest in following the German example.118 
5.  ‘Outsider languages’ 
As already mentioned, since the 1980s there were hardly any changes in the UN language regime. 
The United Nations’ SC has 15 members, among which are five permanent members. The UN being a 
direct legacy of the war, the permanent members comprise the World War II winners: China, France, 
Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States. The ‘outsider languages’ are without exception 
languages of UN member states without a permanent membership in the SC. This criterion would 
however also include Spanish and Arabic – two languages, which achieved the official language 
status. Debates about the admission of more permanent members fuel the discussions about the UN 
language regime and a possible expansion. Already in the 1990s Tonkin speaks of the “what may be 
the outdatedness of language policies at the United Nation,” and since then, no significant changes 
have been made.119 A superficial look at some of the ‘outsider languages’ quickly shows that an 
objective evaluation of the current UN language regime would result in demanding changes. There is 
the Hindi/Urdu complex that presents greater population than that of Spanish, French or Arabic. It is 
also the official language of two countries, but the colonial past with the rule of the British Empire 
left its traces, and the elites still speak English for the most part.120 Furthermore, there is 
Indonesian/Standard Malay which is spoken as an official language and lingua franca across an area 
the size of Europe. One language across continents is Portuguese. It can be equally found in South 
America, Africa, and Europe and presents a population of around 250 million speakers.121 This 
language group lacked influence at a decisive time and is therefore not (yet) among the UN 
languages. Another European language with potential for the UN is German. It had for a long time a 
certain lingua franca character in Central Europe and is nowadays an important economic player. 
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Moreover, it is one of the great languages of Western culture and philosophy. However, German was 
on the losing side of two wars and therefore, was not in the position for high demands. On the 
African continent, Swahili and Hausa have a comparable status. Both have a regional importance in 
Africa, equivalent to German in Europe.122 Swahili has, for example, a lingua franca status at the East 
Coast of Africa connecting several countries. “This list shows that the existing list of official [UN] 
languages – four European, one West Asia, one East Asian – in no way reflects the linguistic or 
cultural makeup of the world.”123 According to Tonkin, the original language regime is kept in place 
“in part by the political power of the owners of the languages in question and in part by fear of 
opening the floodgates of change.”124  
Why is it desirable for a language to become official language of the UN? The United Nations is held 
in high esteem, and although its soft power resources vary over time and have limits, governments 
cannot afford to ignore it without paying a price.125, 126 According to José Seabra, Associate Professor 
at the University of Coimbra, the use of Portuguese in the UN is more than an issue of prestige. It 
would also influence the spread of the language outside the organization and its use as international 
communication language.127 Moreover, all members of the UN contribute equally to the funding of 
the UN language service whether they benefit from it or not. This again is determined by belonging 
to one of the 6 language groups present. Nevertheless, De Swaan questions whether it is actually 
worth striving for to become integrated in the UN language circle. He argues: “The more languages 
are formally assigned equal status, the less chance they stand of holding their own against the one 
dominant language, usually English, sometimes French.”128 
In most fields, before a decision, options are defined and researched; costs are 
estimated; advantages and disadvantages are compared; political, economic, and other 
consequences are pondered; mechanisms are foreseen to evaluate the impact of the 
new policy after a definite time. Not so with linguistic communication. Here, the debate 
is reduced to a minimum, no comparison is made, hardly any research is undertaken, 
and some of the options are a priori discarded. Even in organizations that emphasize 
democracy the question of equality among participants is never raised.129 
Piron identifies a different level of respect towards linguistic decisions, because other decisions 
are given much more thought. At the same time, precisely these discussions and the specific 
arguments in favor or against a decision are important for the language groups to assess their 
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standing in the international linguistic order and their chances for a future ‘re-application’. 
One reason for the lesser attention might be that developments regarding language decisions 
often happen subconsciously. All events and incidents – be they of political, cultural or 
economic nature – have an impact on language attitudes, which are in the end crucial for the 
decision. In the following, I am going to present two languages that were not successful in 
joining the UN languages. Although both languages are European languages, they are different 
in their backgrounds and recent conditions. The first case is Portuguese, which is today present 
on different continents but has not had a significant status in the past. The second case is 
German, a very European-based language with a rather high status in the past, which was 
turned down after the defeat in World War II.  
5.1. Portuguese 
Portuguese was spread during colonization. In contrast to English, it did, however, not develop to a 
world-dominating language. Portugal has ca. 10 million inhabitants, but it is not only Portugal that 
has to be considered when talking about Portuguese-speaking people. All in all, there are almost 250 
million speakers of Portuguese over all the continents.130 This number is expected to rise up to 355 
million in 2050.131 Today’s Portuguese-speaking diaspora is called Lusophony and refers to speakers 
in Angola, Brazil, Cape Verde, Guinea-Bissau, Guinea-Equatorial, Mozambique, Portugal, São Tomé 
and Principe, East Timor, and other territories, like Macau (China), Goa, Damão, Diu, Dadra, and 
Nagar Haveli (India).132 In 1996, seven of these countries133 founded the Comunidade dos Países de 
Língua Portuguesa (Community of Portuguese Speaking Countries - CPLP). During the years, two 
more countries – East Timor (2002) and Equatorial Guinea (2014) joined the community.134 This 
organization (CPLP) is defending Portuguese and campaigning for the status of an official UN 
language.135 Its three articulated main goals are (1) to create a platform of political and diplomatic 
cooperation between its member states, (2) to promote cooperation among member states in 
several topics like education health, science etc., and – for me the most important - (3) to design and 
implement projects to promote and diffuse the Portuguese language. At the 7th Conference of Heads 
of State and Government, held in Lisbon (2008), the Portuguese president expressed his wish for 
joined actions towards an effective globalization of the Portuguese language with the goal of 
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“maintaining it alive and useful”.136 The ensuing declaration initiated a language-based international 
partnership, which is destined to strengthen CPLP’s role worldwide and to strengthen moreover its 
relations to the UN.137 In the following years, first Brazil (2010-2011) and then Portugal (2011-2012) 
were part of the Security Council and hopes were high to change something in favor of Portuguese. 
Portugal seems to be the leading force in the efforts to promote Portuguese. In an interview, an 
Angolan writer urged for Brazil to take over more responsibility, especially because it is one of the 
countries, which is occasionally discussed as possible additional permanent member of the SC due to 
its emergent strong economy.138 However, Corrêa d’Almeida and Otcu-Grillman consider the 
Portuguese-speaking states still not important enough on the global scene to integrate their 
language in the official languages at the UN.139 This attracts again interest to the development of 
categories for the discussions about languages in the UN. Corrêa d’Almeida and Otcu-Grillman are 
obviously referring to the level of global influence of the lusophone countries. But again, the 
categories have to be called into question. Is it demography, cultural influence, geographical 
diffusion, economic relevance or something else, which makes Portuguese lose out to languages like 
Russian or Chinese? 
To date, Portuguese is not significantly present in the language regulations of the United Nations 
System. The only time it appears is among the official languages of UNESCO. During the 63rd UN 
General Assembly (2008) Portugal assured for the first time that speeches, held in Portuguese, were 
simultaneously interpreted into all six official UN languages.140  
5.2. German 
When the United Nations was founded, Germany was a war loser. Therefore, it was out of the 
question to possibly nominate German official language of the organization, despite its highly 
influential status in Europe at this time.141 After the end of World War II, Germany recovered step by 
step and rebuilt its soft power in the context of the European Union (at that time European 
Community). In the 1990s, German was still the traditional and widespread lingua franca in Eastern 
and Central Europe and used in cross-border collaboration.142 This changed after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union. The new availability of opportunities, like connecting with, not only Germany but all 
Western countries, made Eastern European strive after other (additional) languages than German. 
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The diffusion of a language and the size of its ‘territory’ are linked to past colonial activities and 
language regulations of the time. In general, there are two different ways to spread a language. The 
first and definitely also the appropriate one is to promote one’s language and to attract people to 
study the language – employing soft power. In the course of the history, there were also periods 
when an increase of speakers was not a voluntary development. In these cases, it was not volunteers 
joining a certain language group out of an independent decision but it was all about coercion. The 
specific language group had such a power that it could impose its language on other people. This 
happened in the 1930s/1940s during the Nazi-regime. One example is how the Nazis tried to 
eliminate Serbo-Croatian and Slovenian in southern Austria.143 Tollefson applied the cost-benefit 
analysis and states that the policy was effective because the population decided that the benefits 
(avoiding imprisonment) outweighed the costs of learning German.144 With the occupation of various 
countries, the Nazis spread the German language in many countries. However, this situation receded 
as soon as the Nazis were defeated. One reason might be that the language had not had enough time 
to really anchor in the population. Another reason might also be that there was simply too much 
hatred connected to this language of the oppressor. A similar development experienced Russian and 
Japanese. During the twentieth century “as a result of military expansion all three grew far beyond 
their former limits, and receded again once the defeated conquerors had to surrender their 
territorial gains.”145 
In chapter 4, I discussed that Arabic speaking countries established a Translation Unit before Arabic 
was even recognized as either an official or a working language. The United Nations System includes 
– despite the fact German not being an official language – also a German Translation Section at the 
New York headquarter. In 1973, the then three German speaking member states (Austria, the 
Federal Republic of Germany and the German Democratic Republic) tried to follow the Arabic 
example and asked for a German unit among the language services. 146 The General Assembly 
acknowledged the given reasons and passed the resolution A/RES/3355 (XXIX) in 1974 agreeing on 
the establishment of a German Translation Section, which was supposed to take up work in 1975. 
The ultimate goal was supposedly, emulating the development of Arabic within the UN, the 
officialization of German. Although the German speaking countries succeeded superficially, there 
was still one difference to the Arabic language service. The German section, though fully integrated 
into the Secretariat, is not funded by the UN budget but by a trust fund – sponsored by the user 
                                                          
143
 Cf. Tollefson, J.W. (1991: 34). 
144
 Cf. Ibid.: 41. 
145
 De Swaan, Abram (2001: 12). 
146
 Cf. Volger, Helmut (ed.) (2010: 463). 
32 
 
states. 147, 148 To date, German has remained an additional language for the official translation of 
certain documents and is considered a semi-official language. The German Federal Foreign office 
describes the role of the German language in the UN with “Dokumentensprache” 149 referring to the 
fact that there is no interpretation unit from and/or into German. However, German is a working 
language in the International Labour Organization.150 
6. Analysis 
Every decision of the United Nations is preceded by a number of official documents stating the 
(different) attitudes of involved committees whether a certain decision is recommended or not. At 
the same time every decision is followed by several documents assuring the exact implementation in 
the legal documents of the UN, and finally the correct realization. The same applies to the 
introduction of new languages. Usually a language group requests the consideration of their 
language as an official language, after which the General Assembly allocates the assessment mostly 
to the Fifth Committee, which is the Advisory Committee on Administrative and Budgetary Questions.  
 
Figure 1: Possible categories (noted throughout the preceding chapters) 
Corrêa d’Almeida and Otcu-Grillman created a list of requirements for a language to become official 
or working language of the UN. The first thing they note is the historical political standing. Having 
been among the victors of World War II was a basic condition, which led to a permanent membership 
                                                          
147
 Cf. Auswärtiges Amt (2014: 112). 
148
 Further contributing countries are Liechtenstein and Switzerland. 
149
 Cf. Auswärtiges Amt (2013: 19). 
150
 Cf. Fernández-Vítores, David (2014 : 5). 
language 
policies 
economic
/financial 
demographic 
historical 
practicable 
political 
geographical 
diffusion 
33 
 
in the SC and the official-language status for the country’s languages. This applies to English, French, 
Chinese, and Russian. A second point is the financial discussion. The Arabic League promised to fully 
finance translations and interpretations of Arabic in the first three years. Hence, the UN agreed to 
the establishment of an Arabic Language Service, and Arabic was introduced as an official language in 
1973. The third point is the geo-economic aspect and explains why Spanish was integrated in the first 
place.151 This is a very broad explanation of a very complex process but corresponds with the 
categories I noted throughout the thesis. I noted the following categories to which an argument can 
be attributed to: demographic situation, historical or traditional role, political influence, 
practicability, economic or financial standing, and geographical diffusion. These criteria came up in 
different contexts but always connected to the history and development of the UN. 
In the following, I will try to filter the motives for – and maybe additional categories of – the General 
Assembly to ‘allow’ a new language in its language regime. While doing so, I will also provide insights 
into the perspective of the ‘applicants’, who might have a different argumentation. I am going to 
structure this analysis with the chronological order of the various languages joining the GA. This 
means I will start with relevant (and available152) documents concerning Russian, followed by 
documents concerning Chinese, Arabic, German, and Portuguese. The last part will include points 
from a multilingualist perspective and concerns of the Spanish language group. For meeting the 
categories or criteria, a language has to fulfill certain requirements. Therefore, I see the categories or 
criteria as part of the GA’s perspective, whereas requirements are more the language group’s 
perspective. When it comes to the attribution of an argument to a specific category, it is important to 
remember that in many cases the argument might fit several categories or it might belong to a sub-
category. An example can be the argument of a historically grown position of a language – relating to 
the historical category – but which is the result of various political decisions taken in the past – 
referring to the political category. 
The Russian language was introduced in the 28th session of the GA as a working language. The 
preceding session passed a document to prepare this step saying that “the use of several languages 
by the United Nations could constitute not a hindrance, but rather an enrichment”.153 This 
assumption is repeated in the final document A/RES/2479 (XXIII). This aspect can be part of a 
‘cultural diversity’ category as well as part of a communication (outside) argumentation. The former 
would concern the representation of the world’s cultural diversity within the organization, whereas 
the latter would point to an enrichment for the outward communication with the public. 
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The communicational category is divided into two subcategories, namely an inside/internal and an 
outside/external communication. First, there is the factor of internal or inside communication, 
meaning the easier comprehension of UN documents and the possibility for representatives to speak 
in their mother tongue, which can result in a faster reaction to any kind of decision taken by the UN. 
By that, arguments, related to this category, often refer to an increased level of participation or 
efficiency. Furthermore, it can comprise a greater international co-operation with, for example, 
international organizations among the respective language group. The second part is outward-
oriented, since this kind of communication is directed towards the general public. This can have 
several reasons. On the one hand, it can be for the overall information of the people about the 
activities of the UN. On the other hand, it can be more intended as a public-relations message, 
displaying the role and benefit of the UN. The latter could also help increase the participation of the 
public in discourses or the support of specific UN activities. Outward communication is mainly about 
providing information to the right group of people. In the theory chapter, I already mentioned Nye’s 
standpoint that politics in an information age are ultimately about whose story wins.154 He neglected 
in his explanation the aspect of language. Including this aspect nevertheless in the concept of soft 
power, the assumption can also be valid for the UN. In that specific case, it would not only be about 
whose story wins, but also in which language which audience is addressed. By taking this thought 
into consideration, the UN can raise its soft power by simply choosing the right language. 
Five years after the adoption of Russian, the discussion around Chinese is based on the argument of 
equality for all official languages. The resolution, passing the adoption of Chinese, starts with: 
“Noting that four of the five official languages have already been made working languages of the 
General Assembly […]”155 This points clearly at an ‘equality’ criterion. Besides the equality, the GA 
also refers to efficiency and, by doing so, to the ‘communication (inside)’ category.156  
Arabic is currently the only ‘non-Charter language’ holding official and working language status in the 
General Assembly. Therefore, it is especially interesting to assess the UN’s language policy and its 
implications in relation to the Arabic language. Due to the lack of some interesting documents in the 
databases, I will also rely in the following on an article by Mala Tabory, which discusses the inclusion 
of Arabic and refers, down to the last detail, the respective UN documents. Before using Tabory’s 
references, it is important to know that the article is taken from the Israel Law Review from 1978. 
Assuming that she represents an Israeli perspective on the topic and taking into account that Israel 
and the Arab countries experienced great tensions, critical points have to be analyzed with due care. 
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The Advisory Committee on Administrative and Budgetary Questions, which is the fifth committee of 
the GA, starts its argumentation with a factor that appears several times in the overall debate about 
additional languages. It is the restriction of provided services to a minimum; in the case of Arabic, the 
interpretations for Arabic shall only be provided in the sessions of the General Assembly.157 This 
means that the meetings of subcommittees etc. will not be covered, while other working languages 
are translated/interpreted (into) on a year-round basis. This reduces the arising costs to a minimum. 
Paragraph 10 pays attention to the resulting economic factor.  
On the assumption that both the direct conference servicing costs and the additional 
costs referred to in paragraph 8 above will, for the next three years, be paid collectively 
by the Arab States, there will be no charge on the United Nations budget for the 
biennium 1974-1975 and for 1976.158 
Arabic was first implemented in the UN Conference on Trade and Development, which requested or 
recommended then the integration of the language in the GA. Therefore, the GA resolution from 
1977 recognizes: 
the great importance which the Arab States Members of the United Nations attach to 
the work of the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development as well as their 
expressed need for having its documentation issued in Arabic in time to enable their 
delegations to participate constructively in its deliberations and activities.159 
The importance of this conference and its apparently vital connection to the Arabic-speaking 
members reveals the significance of the economic aspect. However, the internal communication 
aspect plays a significant role as well, since documentation issued in the mother tongue increases, 
according to the resolution, the level of participation. 
The report of the 28th session of the GA lists a letter from the 19 Arabic-speaking members of the UN 
requesting their language to be considered in the GA.160 The accompanying memorandum recalls the 
political, social, and religious importance of Arabic and points to the position of Arabic as a working 
language in various specialized agencies. Such a category could be called ‘representation in other 
organizations’. Furthermore, the sender of the letter recognizes that “its adoption would have [a 
positive effect] on the image of the United Nations by communicating its work and goals to the 
Arabic-speaking people.”161 This argument can indicate an interest in the public image of the UN – 
relating to the outwards communication – and assumes that participation in UN activities would rise 
with a higher awareness among the Arab-speaking population of UN objectives and measures. 
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However, the Secretary-General, supported by the report of the fifth committee, noted the 
significant staff increase, which would call for complicated measures.162 Thereby, he refers to the 
practicability of an additional language. The practicability category does not only refer to 
organizational expenditures but implies furthermore certain financial considerations. A report of the 
Joint Inspection Unit from 1977 lists central problem areas, which can all be attributed to a 
practicability-category: the ‘multiplier effect’ of languages, the scarcity of qualified staff, uneven 
workloads, competing demands for language staff, technical and physical problems, the impact of 
language services on other services, the tendency to expand. 163 As an example the JIU reveals serious 
problems arising from the introduction of Arabic. It accounts for “acute shortage” of interpreters and 
translators into/from Arabic.164 To highlight this issue, the unit states that: 
In response to an advertising campaign carried out in 1974, in 17 Arab countries, and 
also in New York, Geneva, London, Paris and Vienna, some 3,000 applicants had 
presented themselves, but of these, fewer than 30 were in the end found to be available 
and suitable for employment.165 
The report of the fifth committee A/9008/Add. 29 was taken up again and put into relation by 
representatives of the Arabic language group. The representative of Egypt claims that cultural 
universality cannot be achieved without embracing Arabic and justifies this claim with several 
arguments: He starts with a recollection of the language group’s size, having 19 member states with 
Arabic as official language and all in all 120 million people speaking the language (at that time). 
However, it has to be kept in mind that 19 member states represent only one seventh of the entire 
1973 UN membership. The aforementioned religious importance of Arabic enlarges the relevant 
group of people to 700 million persons who held the Koran, written in Arabic, sacred.166 Therefore, 
he asks the UN to recognize its role as catalyst of world activities, and thus, accepting the importance 
of the Arabic states by admitting Arabic to the UN languages. Finally, he argues that this acceptance 
“would strengthen the ties between East and West”, and in doing so, he relates his argument to a 
political category.167 This argumentation was supported by a high number of countries for various 
reasons. The first group is obviously the Arabic-speaking countries like Syria or Kuwait, followed by 
countries with a majority of Muslims among their population, but where the first language is not 
Arabic. Interestingly, also distant countries like Brazil, the Philippines, and Spain supported the 
Egyptian representative, evoking common heritage with Arab culture. All these parties clearly 
express cultural consideration, whereas African countries, like Senegal, highlight the importance of 
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Arabic for the communication in Africa, between Mediterranean and Indian Ocean countries.168 The 
point of the latter refers to a high geographical diffusion and can be related to a certain lingua franca 
position. Finally, countries, which did not have a special relation to the language in general, praised 
the willingness of the Arab states to take over arising expenses. Again, the argument can be 
attributed to an economic category. Offering the funding of the language service for the first years 
corresponds to the mechanisms of soft power. This interplay, showing the importance of the own 
language, while at the same time offering to cover the costs, relates to the ideas of attraction and 
inducement. I would like to make clear at that point that ‘economic’ includes, of course, any kind of 
financial considerations. 
With A/RES/3190 (XXVIII), the GA followed the request and included Arabic among the official and 
working languages. This document from 1973 highlights, in concordance to the displayed arguments, 
the “significant role of the Arabic language in preserving and disseminating the civilization of man 
and his culture” and confirms thereby the cultural aspect of the argumentation.169 Moreover, the GA 
referred to the mentioned size of the language group, namely number of member states having 
Arabic as language – 19 (at that time). Also, the GA expected to achieve greater international co-
operation by including Arabic, due to a better inclusion of Arabic states into the debates. This again 
would indicate the ‘internal communication’ aspect. At last, the GA mentions again the assurance of 
the Arabic members to take over the costs for the first three years of the language service – the 
economic category.170  
Similar to the development of the Arabic language in the UN, but still different, was the course of the 
German language. The document A/9705, issued 16. August 1974, originates from a letter sent to the 
UN by the permanent representatives of Austria, the German Democratic Republic, and the Federal 
Republic of Germany. Just as the Arabic language group, the German-speaking group referred to rule 
57 of the GA’s rules of procedure, which is opening the gate to interested language groups. It says: 
“Documents of the General Assembly, its committees and its subcommittees shall, if the Assembly so 
decides, be published in any language other than the languages of the Assembly or of the committee 
concerned.”171 The authors of the letter are displaying in paragraph 2 how their language is fulfilling – 
in their opinion – the requirements to be considered as UN language. They refer to already known 
categories, such as the size of the language group, comprising the number of countries with German 
as official language. Moreover, they also included other countries where German is not officially 
recognized but still spoken by minorities like in areas of Italy or Romania. This last part can also be 
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attributed to the worldwide usage of the language in international conferences etc. and its 
geographical diffusion, which is restricted, with a few exceptions, to the European continent. 
German is the official language in the three sponsoring States. The German language is 
used […] in different areas of international co-operation. It is also spoken in a number of 
States Members of the United Nations family.172 
In paragraph three, the letter gives further reasons to the request of a German translation service:  
The sponsoring States are convinced that the scope and intensity of their participation 
and co-operation would be enhanced and enlarged […]It would furthermore broaden 
the general awareness of the objectives, tasks and activities of the United Nations, 
promote international understanding and thus contribute to the realization of the aims 
of the Charter.173 
Here, the aspect of an enhanced level of participation becomes important again. In this case, the 
participation aspect refers to the inside communication category, since it refers to the cooperation 
of states or rather their governmental, administrative or parliamentary bodies with the UN. 
However, outside communication comes into play when the letter refers to a greater awareness of 
the UN’s tasks and objectives among the population in the German-speaking countries. This implies a 
PR-character of the statement. 
Following this letter, the fifth committee submitted a report also taking the request of the German 
language group into account. Under paragraph 8 the committee states that “the Advisory Committee 
understands […] that the three Governments will meet the full costs.” 174 The committee highlights 
that the UN will experience any charge on the UN budget “unless and until, as the result of a future 
review of the question by the General Assembly, the resolution were amended.” Just as the Arabic 
language group, the German language group uses the ‘inducement-tool’ to affect the decision. It is 
obvious that the report focuses on the economic aspect of the request. Nevertheless, a higher status 
for the German language, or rather the takeover of the funding by the UN, is not completely ruled 
out. Based on this report, the GA adopted without vote the draft for the following resolution.175 It is 
remarkable that in the final resolution A/RES/3355 (XXIX) the only mentioned reason for the 
acceptance of German as semi-official language is the assurance of covering the costs of the new 
translation section.176 
Since Portuguese is not in any way officially recognized in the General Assembly, I cannot resort to 
papers documenting an actual discussion about the adoption of the language. However, the language 
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is present in some UN official documents, mostly in connection to the Community of Portuguese-
speaking Countries. This organization received already in 1999 observer status in the GA and 
functions, in addition to the Portuguese-speaking members themselves, as mouthpiece for the 
interests of Portuguese.177 The CPLP tries to create attraction for the Portuguese language and stays 
close to the UN. Ensuing resolutions introduced the yearly Day of the Portuguese language, 
celebrated by UNESCO. In 2008, the General Assembly: 
Notes with appreciation the outcome of the seventh Conference of Heads of State and 
Government of the Community of Portuguese-speaking Countries, […] which recognizes 
the economic value of the Portuguese language and the political commitment to 
promote it in the international and regional organizations and United Nations agencies 
and programmes.178 
Although this conference and its outcomes represent the perspective of the language group itself, 
the GA acknowledges the given points. By doing so, the assembly relates to the economic and the 
political category. CPLP is in constant contact with the UN, recalls repeatedly the importance of the 
Portuguese language in/for the world and states in a letter: 
The presence of the Director-General of UNESCO and the highest officials of the 
organization at the ceremony, which was also attended by the Community of 
Portuguese-speaking Countries executive Secretary, showed, not only the increasing 
importance of the Portuguese language at the international level, but was also indicative 
of the partnership between the Community and UNESCO.179 
This is a perception from the celebration on the occasion of the day of the Portuguese language. It is 
supported by the development in the International Labour Organization (ILO) where the increasing 
number of translations into Portuguese testified an increasing use of the language in the ILO.180  In 
2010, the GA issued a resolution A/RES/65/139.  
Considering also the relevance of the Portuguese language in international affairs, 
unifying 240 million people in eight countries and four continents, and noting the 
political commitment of the CPLP to promote the Portuguese language in international 
and regional organizations, including the UN and its specialized agencies, funds and 
programmes.181 
This resolution is again based on the declaration of a previous CPLP conference and recalls already 
known categories. The first point is the weight of the language group on the global political stage. It 
also refers to the level of soft power this language group has. Furthermore, the GA adds to the 
political category praising the CPLP for its commitment for the language. Moreover, the assembly 
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acknowledges the community’s urge for promoting and disseminating the language further. This 
exact same paragraph is repeated again in another resolution from 2013.182 By repeating the size of 
the language group and the geographical diffusion of the language, the GA lays the focus on these 
categories and stresses the picture of the Portuguese language as unifying factor for this large group 
of people.183  
The Spanish language was set from the beginning when the UN was founded. However, in times of a 
hegemonic position of the English language, the Spanish language group is also concerned about 
their language. The next example is especially interesting because it is a letter with a direct answer. 
This allows a good comparison of the two opposing (?) positions – language group and UN. The 
sender of the letter is Jorge Eduardo Navarrete, the Mexican representative of the UN, on behalf of 
the entire Spanish language group. He warns for losing ’respect’ for multilingual rules of the General 
Assembly and the UN in general. Therefore, he recalls the legally equal status of all six UN languages 
and requests its due consideration.184 To restrengthen the position of the Spanish language, 
Navarrete reminds the then Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, about some facts concerning the 
language group. In 2001, 20 members of the UN had Spanish as their official language. Furthermore, 
Spanish is an international language and spoken all over the world by approximately 400 million 
people. To highlight this large number, he also refers to demographic forecasts, which predict 550 
million Spanish-speakers by 2050.185 Considering the aforementioned categories, this document 
concentrates obviously on the size of the language group. However, it also mentions the equality 
aspect. This letter was answered one week later by the Secretary-General and represents the other 
side. Annan recalls the labor- and cost-intensity for the required standards. He writes: 
The full availability of these outputs in all official languages would require an infusion of 
substantial additional resources and/or a substantial reduction in other mandates of the 
Secretariat, neither of which the General Assembly has authorized.186 
Kofi Annan concludes his letter with:  
Though I believe that full parity is unachievable within existing budgetary constraints, I 
attach great importance to improving the linguistic balance among the official languages 
of the United Nations, and to doing so in a cost-effective manner.187 
In contrast to the letter from Navarrete, this letter refers exclusively to the economic aspect more or 
less rejecting the hopes of the Spanish language group for an adaptation of the language positions. 
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Both statements show the discrepancy of the members’ expectations and administrative constraints, 
or rather, the budgetary reality. 
This budgetary reality is also the main focus of the 1977-report of the JIU about implications of 
additional languages in the UN system. Under paragraph 117 the unit claims – regardless of a specific 
language – that “any major addition to the language services […] is likely to impose an unduly heavy 
administrative and financial burden […] and to divert resources from more productive use.”188 
Following its original purpose, the JIU focuses on the economic aspect. Furthermore, its references to 
the administrative burden and the wrongly used resources can be attributed to the ‘practicability’ 
category. Therefore, the unit asks “all organizations that have not already done so [to] re-examine 
their language service arrangements with a view to introducing further selectivity.”189 Although this 
report and also the following document do not explicitly refer to debates over a specific language 
and its possible integration into the GA, it points to the attitude of the UN concerning languages in 
general. In 2006, the Secretary-General publishes a report on multilingualism and concludes:  
Efforts to promote multilingualism are vital for fostering diversity and plurality within 
the United Nations. They also enable the Organization to provide the best possible 
support to Member States, particularly in their deliberative bodies, and to project the 
work and values of the United Nations to the largest audience. At the same time, 
multilingualism has been approached by most Departments in a pragmatic way, with the 
focus on ensuring the greatest efficiency and professional quality of work.190 
He recognizes the importance of languages for the UN, referring especially to its significance of 
outwards communication. However, he also remains to the basic attitude of the organization 
highlighting the aspect of practicability. Interestingly, all documents about multilingualism, often 
urged by UNESCO, give the cultural aspect considerably more weight than all other documents 
coming from the part of the UN, so does the resolution A/RES/61/266 from 2007. In its introduction 
the GA recognizes two things that are worth mentioning. First, the GA articulates multilingualism as a 
means of the UN to promote, protect, and preserve the diversity of languages and cultures, which 
clearly has to be ascribed to the cultural category. The second point is a statement about the 
“importance of the capacity to communicate to the peoples of the world in their own languages.”191 
This could be either counted as recognition of global cultural and linguistic diversity, or, to what 
would be my assumption, can be attributed to the outwards communication of the UN. Addressing 
and informing the people in their mother tongue, or preferred language, has certainly a greater 
impact than standardized publications for the entire world.  
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The chart below (Figure 2) shows in % how often the single categories were mentioned in the 
previous paragraphs. These numbers are an overall picture and do not take into account time or a 
specific language group. However, I differentiated between a general overview (in red) and an 
overview of documents related to actual discussions about a specific language only (in blue). The by 
far leading category is the finance criterion. This leading position of the financial aspect can be 
through the fact that financial considerations are also part of the ‘practicability’ category. In general 
it can be said that the categories are a mix of two different kinds. On the one hand, there are 
categories showing that the language fulfills assumed requirements as an international language, 
such as size of the language group, the status in other organizations or the economic aspect. On the 
other hand, there are aspects that portray the adoption of the new language as a necessity and a 
decision from which the UN would benefit, such as efficiency, communication to the public etc. 
Moreover, there are two categories, which appear always in connection, namely the size of the 
group and the diffusion of the speakers (cf. “unifying 240 million people in eight countries and four 
continents” 192). This shows that the pure size of the language group might not be enough but has to 
be complemented by the geographical diffusion, proving a certain ‘internationality’. The differences 
in the chart between the numbers including all documents (red) and the ones including only 
documents covering an actual discussion about an additional language (blue) are also worth a closer 
look. It shows that   – compared to the red group – the category of internal communication has a 
higher value in the blue group, while the outward communication has a lower value. Furthermore, 
political arguments and arguments based on geographical diffusion are stronger represented in this 
set. Also, the equality aspect is less strong in the blue set. All this makes sense bearing in mind that 
the documents left aside for the blue group are mainly documents concerning multilingualism, which 
pay careful attention to equality of the languages and communication with the general public. The 
multilingualism documents and requests have, above all, the purpose to avoid the development 
towards the hegemony of one single language in the UN. 
                                                          
192
 A/RES/65/139, (2010). 
43 
 
     
Figure 2: Shares of the categories in the discussion (in %) 
Looking at the single languages and the debates around them, an interesting prioritization can be 
detected, especially in the Arabic and the German discussions. The Arabic language group seems to 
have laid a strong focus on the cultural aspect and influence (including the religious part) of their 
language. Within the Arabic discussion, the culture category is equal with the number of economic 
mentions. When differentiating arguments from the language group from arguments brought by the 
UN, I can share the mentions clearly. Overweight of cultural aspects can be found on the side of the 
Arabic language group, whereas the majority of the economic references can be found on the UN 
side. In the discussion about German and a new translation section, the economic aspects have an 
overweight. This is clearly mentioned several times on the part of the UN. Although, the language 
group laid the focus on different points, it did not seem to question the financial commitment.  
In comparison to the categories I noted throughout the thesis, there appeared several additional 
categories when analyzing the UN documents. I started with the demographic situation, the 
historical/traditional role, the political influence, practicability, the economic/financial aspect and the 
geographical diffusion. This categorization (six categories) is less differentiated than the classification 
now, after the analysis (11 categories). The original groups are now complemented by the equality 
category, the political aspect, the external communication, and the representation in other 
organizations. The remaining categories from the analysis can, in my opinion, be attributed to the 
former groups. The practicability aspect could, for example, include the internal communication 
factor. Furthermore, cultural aspects mostly refer to developments in the past and also a cultural 
identity is a result formed in the present but informed by a long history. For the same reason, religion 
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can be part of the historical category. Finally, the size of a language group corresponds clearly with 
demography and is simply a smaller detail in the big demographic picture. 
7. Discussion 
In the previous chapter I filtered the arguments of the various actors and related them to a 
specific category. As for the categories, it is difficult to establish universal and adequate 
categories. This is due to the non-linear development of language groups and countries. 
Language constellations are determined by political events, but they often survive and 
continue long after the political base has disappeared.193 At one moment in time, a language 
can rise in the global system of languages gaining more and more speakers. This development 
can however be reversed through one single incident or a development like in the Russian 
case. This language gained momentum in the post-war period having the Soviet Union as a 
strong and dominating center, which served, especially Eastern European countries, as 
orientation. The decline in importance of the Russian language started in the 1990s, since the 
bonds of the Soviet Union no longer existed and the so-called satellite states reoriented 
themselves.194 Today, the language is more limited to the Russian Federation and the 
Commonwealth of Independent States or Russian Commonwealth as it is also called. Russian 
was adopted in 1968. That was in the middle of high tensions between the West and East, the 
Soviet Union being the leader of the East bloc. Therefore, Russia assumably did not exert much 
attraction on other member states (which did not belong to the East bloc) when the UN 
decided about the adoption of the language. Although the language was not ‘attractive’ in a 
soft power sense, it was apparently important enough on a different level – presumably the 
political – to still accept the language. 
As I already mentioned, some arguments can fit several categories, which makes it harder to 
give a clear-cut picture. Of course, it has to be also kept in mind that official statements and 
the actual meaning of a decision can differ. The GA can always pretend to follow an argument 
while maybe rather taking economic aspects into consideration. One striking example is the 
agreement on the Arabic language. The official argument is mainly based on cultural 
considerations and the recognition of the size of the Arabic language group. However, at that 
point in time, the global community had to struggle with tensions in the aftermath of the oil 
crisis in 1973. The oil crisis, or oil embargo as it is also called, was a consequence of political 
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disaccords mainly arising around Israel and the Yom Kippur War. The Arabic countries united in 
their actions against states supporting Israel and announced cuts in oil export.195 By doing so, 
they used oil as an economic weapon. The boycott was later expanded to a larger number of 
countries, comprising the United States of America, as well as countries from the European 
Common Market and Japan. “It was made quite clear that the Arabs would decide who was to 
get what amount of oil, when, and for what reasons, It was also made clear that general 
production was going to be cut in any event.”196 Although the embargo was terminated in 
March 1974, the threat of a reemployed boycott persisted. Tabory might represent an 
overstated critical opinion. However, having all the aforementioned points in mind, it is not 
unlikely that she is right when she says:  
It was a time when nations large and small were bowing to Arab pressures in order to 
appease them and no one would have found it advantageous to voice opposition in a 
matter as inconsequential in the world political arena as the official inclusion of the 
Arabic language in the General Assembly.197 
Moreover, the UN is a platform for diplomatic solutions to global and intergovernmental issues. 
Hence, soft power plays a major role. As I said in the theoretical chapter: Soft power has to be 
developed and ’stored’ carefully and might then have an impact on projects in the near or distant 
future. In the same way language decisions are often the result of a long-term strategy. For example 
the adoption of Arabic, which was “carefully ensured, in part by political favours granted by Arab 
nations in anticipation of reciprocity when the time would be ripe for demanding official recognition 
of Arabic” 198 The Arabic delegates agreed on the adoption of Spanish and spoke out later in favor of 
Russian, expecting these groups to speak up at a later moment in time for the Arabic language. 
Moreover, when it comes to the language regime of the UN, it can be detected that also hard-power 
results come into play. One still visible example is that the victors from 1945 are the core of the SC 
and thus provide the (original) official languages of the UN. 
Additionally to ‘simply’ fulfill requirements, a language and its leading actors also need a certain luck, 
meeting the right ‘window of opportunity’. ‘Window of opportunity’ means the situation of  where 
the language group’s request or application maybe coincides with another party’s strategy for which 
this party would need support as well. In such cases, and if the topic does not contradict completely 
the actors’ conviction, they can be given a favor from the part of another language group, knowing 
that they owe a favor to this group. This would than be a clear case of a ‘package solution’, which I 
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mentioned in chapter 1.2.The following examples illustrate that the request has to meet the right 
window of opportunity. After the analysis, the adoption of Arabic seems officially based on cultural 
and religious considerations, accompanied by a few financial implications. However, taking the 
cultural aspects as main argument for Arabic, leads to the question of the inclusion of numerous 
other languages with equal validity.199 One of which would be Hebrew, which had a major influence 
on the Christian Bible and especially the Old Testament. Furthermore, the German language was in 
the past the main language in the world of scholarship. Countless inventions have been made by 
Germans or published in the German language, and the impact of German speaking philosophers on 
philosophy is undeniable. In an economic argumentation German would also deserve higher 
recognition than it has now, at least in respective economic and labor organizations. Germany was 
considered the perpetrator, which was certainly of importance when the UN was founded. However, 
I couldn’t find indications to this fact influencing the discussions in the 1970s. 
According to Phillipson and Skutnabb-Kangas and illustrated by the Portuguese example, language 
policy is also a barometer of identities at the subnational, national and supra-national level. The form 
of a state’s language policy reflects to some extent the state’s and the society’s character. Do they 
want to dominate, because they are convinced that their language should be the one and is the most 
appropriate, like the development of English conveys? Or is it rather a wish for equal rights being 
realistic about one’s position in the world? It is a matter of accepting or not accepting a subordinate 
position for your language. The answers to these questions influence how education systems and 
society at large is encouraged to foster and spread or subdue a language.200 It can be said that a 
language is an indicator for global presence of the respective language group. Portuguese-speaking 
countries are convinced that their language merits a higher status than it has now, which they partly 
justify with the (growing) strength of Brazil. This relates also to a potential abuse of the possibility to 
join the UN languages. Tabory sees the danger of misusing the organization as a boost to national 
soft power: 
If the unstated purpose of the Arab Nations was to seek prestige in having their 
language accepted as ‘working’ and ‘official’, it is unfortunate for the UN to become a 
forum for national self-gratification under the guise of ’promoting international 
understanding’ and at the expense of the Organization’s efficient functioning.201 
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8. Limitation  
To put the results into perspective, I would like to recall Tonkin’s categories of LPP. The first group 
comprises interaction of national language policies in international dealings of states. The second 
group contains language policies of international entities and communities. Although the United 
Nations are an international entity and therefore should be linked to group 2, the first group should 
not be forgotten. The UN is ‘only’ a forum for various states. The issues might be global, but the 
countries negotiating them all have different perspectives and populations with specific (maybe 
differing) expectations in their back. To provide a full and detailed picture of the outcomes of soft 
power, it would be necessary to find out the soft power strategy of every country concerned and 
include all possible additional actors. For example, decisions on what foreign language to teach in 
country A will most certainly affect country B, C … where this language is spoken. That has no direct 
influence on the UN policies but affects the popularity – the language attitude – and diffusion of a 
language which could lead to different policies.202 To know such details would allow me then to offer 
a picture of the individual attraction of a language. Whether that attraction in turn produces desired 
policy outcomes would have to be judged for each particular case separately.203 Tonkin supports that 
view: 
Perhaps, as policies can be said to trickle down from national governments, we would be 
obliged to argue that language policy at the international level is a reflection upwards of 
national policy stances much as local policy is a reflection downwards of those same 
stances. We have been unable to formulate international language policy on its own 
terms just as we have been unable to formulate most other global policies on their own 
terms.204 
Furthermore, the results of my thesis are not applicable to decision-making processes of the UN in 
general. LPP is not a major area of responsibility and does at the same time not require an immediate 
need for action as humanitarian aid or peace-keeping missions do.  
My actual topic could have been discussed even further with complete records of meetings where 
the adoption of languages was discussed and the individual arguments would have been the focus 
and not the final voting results. Then, it would have been possible to differentiate more who rejected 
why a language. Moreover, it would be interesting to compare the official language regime and its 
rules of procedure to the actual internal practices. The aforementioned request of the Spanish 
language group, to pay more attention to the equality of languages, is a hint to the conditions and its 
presumably insufficient implementation. 
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9. Conclusion 
The previous discussion and findings have created a rather negative picture of the UN, because the 
organization is not consistent and/or unbiased in their argumentation for/against additional 
languages. Nevertheless, it has to be kept in mind that the United Nations is no world government, as 
demanded by Bill Gates, or democratic parliament of nations. It is an international organization that 
throughout history developed its own internal culture and has no claim to correctly represent the 
(constitution of) population of its member states. The linguistic reality within the UN can be 
described as a compromise between monolingualism (single lingua franca) and total multilingualism. 
Since the foundation, the organization kept changes of their language regime to a minimum and 
expanded the circle of UN languages by only two new languages. Most of the changes were rather 
modifications because the languages were already part of the system and just received an ‘upgrade’ 
of their status – from official to working language. The thesis showed how the time of the UN’s 
foundation heavily influenced its organizational set up. States on the winning side of World War II are 
deeply anchored in the organization, be it as permanent member in the Security Council or language-
wise. The requirements, expected of new languages, make one question the justification of the old, 
established languages. In that context, it would be interesting to assess how languages like French or 
Russian would perform in comparison to aspiring languages like Portuguese or Hindi. 
All in all, it can be said that the issues of a language in the UN are only one piece of a broader picture. 
From the perspective of the language groups themselves, the admission to the UN is the reward for a 
good status planning and an adequate employment of their soft power. This reward is, however, only 
granted when the political and financial conditions are judged as appropriate from the part of the 
UN. This is what Tonkin and Edward called the “de facto power of the languages in the world and the 
influence of these languages in their international body under consideration”.205 The decisive 
argument in a language debate is, however, the window of opportunity. It is not enough to have the 
‘perfect’ LPP strategy and an ideal cooperation with non-governmental actors. Also the current 
global situation influences the chances to be integrated. 
The analysis shows that it is possible to set up general categories. The multitude of different 
categories, which are taken into account for the discussions, affirms, moreover, the assumption of 
politicization. The actual category of politics may not be the biggest group in the analysis, but other 
aspects, such as the equality or the outwards communication category, can be highly political as well. 
The debates around the adoption of Russian, Chinese, Arabic, German, and Portuguese revealed 
that, nevertheless, there is no consistency in the categories’ application to the single discussions. In 
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fact, most of the categories can be found all debates. However, there are clearly different 
prioritizations depending on the specific time. Furthermore, argumentation will most likely never be 
transparent to the public, since there are always ulterior motives, which are generally not supposed 
to impact language decisions. Despite the attention of external circumstances of single decisions, it 
has to be kept in mind that sometimes simple internal processes or conditions win over the member 
states’ preferences. The Arabic example was a rather obvious case, where economic influence 
probably outweighed other arguments. Consequently, the fear of future economic pressure was 
supposedly strong enough to make the UN embellish the situation and status of the Arabic language 
and favor this language over other, objectively equal, languages. When the German language group 
tried to go the same way as the Arabic member states, either the soft power of the single (German-
speaking) states or the general language attitude towards the German language was not strong 
enough to get their own way. Mark Fettes puts it that way: 
To be a member of the club, you agree to abide by its rules, no matter how arbitrary 
those may seem. When everyone else is following the same arbitrary rules, they acquire 
an aura of indisputability even of naturalness – no matter how illogical they may be.206 
Whatever categories are set up now and regardless of how many languages try or even achieve to 
join the UN, the next decades will be dominated by English. The situation today can be compared to 
what De Swaan is saying: “In public, most people will praise their ethnic language and defend its 
equal entitlement; in private they will make sure their children learn English.”207 But would it not be 
inappropriate for a world organization to reduce their communication to one single language? The 
hegemonic situation of English in – not only – the UN is another very interesting part in the linguistic 
area of international organizations, which would be interesting to research further. Taking up this 
aspect, Tonkin asked already in 1996 for a fundamental reconsideration of the UN language regime: 
It is high time that the United Nations in the interest of efficiency and effectiveness, 
attempted a kind of zero-base inventory of its communication needs going back to first 
principles to ask what forms of, and procedures for, communication it in fact requires to 
function effectively. It should look beyond the politics of prestige and beyond the 
conveniences of the status quo.208 
In that context, CPLP may play an important role in the future. Portuguese, being the only researched 
language, which is today not included at all in the UN language regime, is represented and supported 
by the Community of Portuguese-speaking countries. In a time where international cooperation is 
increasing and the importance of individual states is decreasing, organizations as the latter will have 
to step forward for their languages. Regardless of the institutional frame, LPP is a question of losing 
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or winning speakers and ‘territory’ to other languages. Whatever actor will take responsibility for a 
language, the main task will always be to improve corresponding language attitudes worldwide and 
to gather sufficient soft power to establish this respective language in a new institution, region etc.  
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